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Foreword



‘I had come to Yugoslavia to see what history meant in flesh and blood.’

Rebecca West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, 1941





This book grew out of three visits I made to Serbia between 1999 and 2004. When I decided to write it, the Serbs had just lost their fourth war in eight years. The war in Kosovo seemed to be over, and with it the apparently never-ending sequence of skirmishes, battles, massacres, torture, plunder and killings that made up the nightmarish wars of the Balkans during the 1990s. An ongoing inferno that left around two hundred thousand dead, millions of refugees, and tore societies to pieces.

But now these wars were over, they said. Were they really? Is it ever that simple?

In March 1999 Kosovo Albanians flooded across the borders of Macedonia, Montenegro and Albania, in order to escape the Serbian soldiers or their Serbian neighbours – following NATO’s bombing raids. I was covering the conflict for the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, NRK. The refugees told of Serbian atrocities, burned villages and murdered relatives. Of being hunted by their neighbours like wild game.

Seventy-eight days later it was the Serbs who fled – in the thousands. The Albanians took their turn at the wheel of the Balkan cycle of bloody violence. Now it was their chance to slaughter, burn and pillage, and their vengeance was commensurate with the cruelty they had been subjected to. Soon Serbs told the same stories that the Albanians had recounted only weeks earlier – of being hunted by their neighbours.

I couldn’t stop wondering about the Serbs, these outcasts of Europe. This people that started one war after the other, and lost them all.

I read everything I could get my hands on about Slobodan Milosevic’s power strategies and war machine, about the fractured opposition, about the oppression. But I found little that really told me who they were, these people who – virtually overnight – found themselves cast as warmongers and butchers. I wanted to know how they lived, what they talked about, what they cared about.

‘You only want to have your prejudices confirmed,’ people said when I asked them to tell me who they were.

‘How can you understand what’s going on when we can’t even understand it ourselves?’ asked one.

‘How can you expect us to answer questions when we are all walking around in a coma?’ was the reaction from a young art student.

While I went looking for answers, Milosevic tightened his grip. ‘The regime won’t leave without a bloodbath,’ suspected Zarko Korac, from the political opposition, in a restaurant in Belgrade one spring evening. ‘Blood will flow,’ he assured me when I suggested that people seemed apathetic and not at all that ready to fight. He pointed to the beer-drinking crowd around us: ‘This is what Sarajevo looked like the night before the war broke out.’

Eventually I found thirteen individuals and one family, and followed them during the winter and spring of 2000. These people together made up a picture, a mosaic of sorts. Or rather, as my neighbour Peca suggested, a muckalica: a classic Serbian dish that consists of meats and vegetables, chopped into spices and oil and left to simmer for hours.

In my muckalica their names are Grandpa Bora, Mira, Rambo and Branko. They might be Titoists or nationalists, Yugonostalgic or anti-nationalists. They are students, rock stars, refugees and poets.

One scorching-hot summer day in 2000 I left Belgrade. By the end of September the book was published. The story was over. Or so I thought.

Two weeks after publication I returned to Serbia, carrying fourteen copies for the people who had shared their lives and thoughts with me for half a year. Elections had just been held and I barely made it through customs – journalists were no longer allowed entry. I convinced the guards that I was only there to visit friends.

The next day all hell broke loose. Not the bloodbath that Korac had predicted, but a minor October revolution nonetheless. Half a million people gathered in front of the parliament on the morning of 5 October, to protest at Milosevic’s refusal to recognise the opposition’s candidate, Vojislav Kostunica, as the rightful winner of the election. They came from all over the country, on tractors, bulldozers, mopeds and buses. I managed to get a seat on top of a forklift from Cukarica. ‘I’m not leaving my spot until Milosevic is gone,’ said the burly farmer next to me. And together we watched this mass of humanity storm the parliament. The last gasps of Milosevic’s regime consisted of a cloud of tear gas and a few rounds of gunfire.

Hundreds of thousands of people were committed to staying in Belgrade until the President was overthrown. If they weren’t in Belgrade, they watched it unfold on TV. That morning Radio-televizija Srbije spewed its usual propaganda. Around noon the screens went black – the building that housed the broadcast was on fire after being stormed by demonstrators. The bosses escaped through the back doors and the journalists took over. That evening Vojislav Kostunica made his first appearance on the government’s channel. Under his name it read: ‘President of Yugoslavia’.

Many of my friends were not yet convinced. ‘It’s too easy. Serbia can’t turn around in a few hours.’

I realised that the book wasn’t finished. I had to write more: about the winners who had lost and the losers who had won. Again I visited all those who made up the pieces of my mosaic. What were they thinking now?

The second edition of the book followed the events up to the final night of the Milosevic era – to his arrest on 1 April 2001, when Serbia changed face.

‘He built a web of wickedness. He manipulated us for thirteen years. He starved the whole country with his madness for war, and turned the rest of the world against us,’ Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic told me that sunny spring day. We sat in the back of his black limousine, just hours after Milosevic had been arrested.

‘Under a bad leadership Serbs are capable of committing the most terrible atrocities; under good leaders we can do great deeds. It’s like a field – if it’s not cared for, the weeds will take over. But if you tend it, water and feed the seeds, you will reap a bountiful harvest,’ he continued. ‘Serbs are lazy, we lack discipline and have no capacity for self-criticism. Our primary flaw is that we believe we are stronger and better than anyone else.’

The Democratic Party’s new Prime Minister explained to me how his country could be repaired and reconstructed. ‘We need to reshape ourselves so we can once again fit into the rest of the world. We’ve taken part in every war and conflict in the Balkans in this century and allowed ourselves to be led by insane ideologues, demagogues and lunatics. After the Second Word War we got Tito; after the Wall came down we got Milosevic.’

After the fall of Milosevic Serbia got Djindjic. He was bursting with initiative and courage, and looked forward to the day when he could put his former enemy in front of a court. This professor of philosophy wanted to guide Serbia back to Europe and turn both its face and its chest to the world. He came down hard on members of the old regime and their Mafia ties, began a process of reform within the military and health sectors and attempted to innovate in education, business and agriculture. By the end of June 2001 one of his dreams had come true: Milosevic was sent to the UN’s International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

After 11 September 2001 the world seemed to forget about the Balkans. The reporters who used to cover the region left for other, bloodier parts of the world, but all the while Serbia stayed on its crooked course. The political factions that once were united against Milosevic’s rule fell into a debilitating, fratricidal battle for power. Three times election results were declared invalid because not enough people bothered to vote. While the democratic parties and their leaderships squabbled, the nationalists – Milosevic’s ideological successors – grew in popularity.

Zoran Djindjic’s popularity fell proportionally. His tough reforms made people nostalgic for better days. The Mafia wanted a return to the system they knew, and could control. On 12 March 2003 the Prime Minister was assassinated on his way into the government building.

Only in death did Djindjic receive the love of the Serbian people. But without him Serbia stalled.

Once more I realised that this story was not over. Like the rest of the world, I had turned my attention to other wars in other hemispheres, leaving Serbia to stumble and drop out of sight and mind. But in the spring of 2004 I once again sought out my old friends to learn what they’d been through over the past three years.

‘We can no longer pretend that Serbia is going forward,’ I read before leaving. ‘Ultranationalism is a deciding factor in politics, the economy is in a deep crisis, government institutions are weak and the security services are becoming a political tool,’ concluded the report from the renowned International Crisis Group.

Apathy reigned. People who once took to the streets for liberty grew disillusioned when the new rulers hardly seemed to differ from the old. International aid kept decreasing and political support had almost vanished. While the EU helped build roads through Slovenia, Serbia was left to the weeds, as Djindjic had predicted. After deciding that Vojislav Kostunica’s new government didn’t provide ‘satisfactory cooperation’ with the Hague Tribunal, the United States cancelled a promised aid package of $100 million and rejected all aid to Serbia from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

The issue of the Hague Tribunal was closely tied to a larger and more complex matter: the issue of guilt. Ever since the tribunal for war crimes in the former Yugoslavia was formed in 1993, it had been a sore point for many. The tribunal came into being in large part because the states and nations that once made up Yugoslavia were unable, or unwilling, to put their own war criminals on trial. In fact, the accused were often portrayed, and hailed, as national heroes. This happened in Croatia, in Bosnia and most certainly in Serbia.

It was – and is still – always ‘the others’ that commit war crimes against ‘us’. The fog of victimisation is impenetrable in the Balkans. Everything – from the battle against the Turks on the Kosovo plains in 1389, where the Serbian martyr Tsar Lazar renounced the worldly kingdom for that of heaven, to the massacres of Serbs during the Second World War and the expulsions from Krajina in Croatia and Kosovo in the 1990s – serves the mythology of victimisation. To resist the efforts of the tribunal has become a way to display patriotism. ‘Why us? Why us?’ ask the citizens in Serbia, in Croatia, in Bosnia. ‘It was the others who attacked us. We just defended ourselves.’

In the parliamentary elections of 2003 the Radical Party and Serbia’s Socialist Party won a third of the votes. The leaders of these two parties, Vojislav Seselj and Slobodan Milosevic respectively, are on trial in The Hague. In the presidential election of June 2004 the Democrat Boris Tadic was declared the winner, closely followed by Tomislav Nikolic, an ultranationalist who still raves about a Greater Serbia. The country is split between those who want to fashion ties to Europe and the forces that still feed off the myth of past greatness.

In this divided Serbia, in the spring of 2004 I sought out my old friends, whom I’d now known for five years. I was curious to see how they had adapted to yet another new reality. My meetings with them were profound – I was touched to see how some of them managed while others failed.

With sadness I realised that the title I had chosen four years earlier, With Their Backs to the World, was still apt. In fact, more so than ever.

Oslo, 4 July 2004


Important Characters

Slobodan Milosevic

President of Serbia 1989–97 and leader of Serbia’s Socialist Party (SPS). President of Yugoslavia 1997–2000. Arrested on 1 April 2001 and extradited to The Hague that year. Has been charged with genocide and crimes against humanity by the International War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague. He is defending himself at the trial.

Zoran Djindjic

Prime Minister of Serbia 2001–3. Assassinated on 12 March 2003. After two decades as a leading figure of the Western-minded opposition he masterminded the demonstrations that eventually brought down Milosevic. When he assumed power he attempted to introduce a market economy and other reforms.

Vojislav Kostunica

President of Yugoslavia 2000–3. Resigned when Yugoslavia was dissolved and the union between Serbia and Montenegro came into being in 2003. Succeeded Zoran Zivkovic as Prime Minister of Serbia in the spring of 2004. A centrist politician with nationalistic leanings, he strives to temper the process of reform.

Vojislav Seselj

Ultranationalist who holds a doctorate in political science and leads the Nationalist Party. Commanded various paramilitary groups during the Balkan wars of the 1990s and is now in The Hague, charged with war crimes. His party’s popularity is still growing in Serbia.

Vuk Draskovic

Leader of the Serbian Renewal Movement. A nationalist author during the 1990s, he briefly entered into an alliance with Milosevic, only to resign his post as Vice-Prime Minister during the Kosovo war of 1999. Has survived several assassination attempts. At present Foreign Minister of Serbia and Montenegro.

Boris Tadic

Leads the Serbian Democratic Party (SDS) and was elected President of Serbia on 26 June 2004. Desires closer ties to the West and a market economy.

Ratko Mladic

General who was military commander of the Bosnian Serbs during the Bosnian war of 1992–5. Charged by the Hague Tribunal with genocide and crimes against humanity. Mladic led the attacks on cities and villages in Bosnia and was responsible for several massacres, including Srebrenica. As of August 2005 he is still at large.

Radovan Karadzic

Political leader and President of the Bosnian Serbs during the early 1990s. President of the Bosnian Serb administration in Pale. Like Mladic, he is wanted by the Hague Tribunal and as of August 2005 he is still at large, protected by Serb nationalists in Bosnia.

Alija Izetbegovic

Muslim leader in Bosnia. President of Bosnia-Hercegovina 1990–6. Died in 2003.

Franjo Tudjman

President of Croatia 1990–9. Died in 1999.

Hashim Thaci

Former political leader of Kosovo’s liberation army, the KLA, and now a politician in Kosovo.
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